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Article by Steve Zuieback
President of Synectics, LLC, Steve has extensive consulting and 
training experience with private business, governmental 
organizations, schools, communities and non-profit organizations 
nationwide. You can find more articles like this on the blog page 
at www.stevezuieback.com.

This article is an excerpt from the eBook, From Cat Herding to 
Leadership by Steve Zuieback with Michael Grinder. The images are 
inspired by our recent trip to Australia.
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People	always	ask	me,	“How	do	I	know	what	to	do	to	improve	the	performance	
of	my	team?”	They	especially	want	to	know	how	to	“=ix”	the	dif=icult	dynamics	in	
their	 team.	This	 is	why	I	wrote	the	book,	From	Cat	Herding	to	Leadership,	with	
Michael	 Grinder.	 I	 recently	 released	 the	 2nd	 edition	which	 highlights	 a	 simple	
framework	that	answers	both	of	these	questions.		

The	Performance	Continuum	shows	the	leader	how	to	diagnose	the	performance	
level	of	their	team;	identify	what	role	they	need	to	play	based	on	the	diagnosis;	
and	 then	 what	 conversation	 process	 to	 use	 to	 get	 work	 done	 and	 to	
simultaneously	 improve	 team	performance.	 The	 framework	 is	made	up	 of	 =ive	
simple	 components	 as	 described	 in	 this	 article.	 This	 article	 is	 intended	 to	
provide	 an	 overview	 of	 the	 model.	 For	 more	 detailed	 information	 about	 any	
component	 of	 the	 model,	 please	 check	 out	 the	 new	 2nd	 edition,	 From	 Cat	
Herding	to	Leadership.
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Observational	Indicators:	
These	are	speci=ic	behavioral	
cues	that	can	be	observed	by	the	
leader	to	know	if	the	team	is	
functioning	on	the	low,	middle	or	
high	end	of	the	performance	
continuum.	This	is	the	essential	
starting	point	that	allows	the	
leader	to	“diagnose”	team	
performance,	health	and	team	
capability	to	take	on	work.		It	also	
provides	a	starting	point	for	the	
leader	to	then	gauge	how	they	
need	to	"show	up"	with	the	team	
to	help	the	team	move	to	higher	
levels	of	performance.		

As	can	be	seen	in	the	framework,	
the	leader	can	watch	for	speci=ic	
patterns	of	eye	contact,	
uniformity	of	postures,	and	

breathing	patterns.	Low	
performing	teams	don’t	make	eye	
contact	with	all	speakers;	
postures	are	often	random	rather	
than	uniform	(matching);	and	
breathing	across	the	group	is	
jerky	rather	than	=luid.		

Leader’s	Role:	Once	the	
leader	determines	the	position	of	
their	team	along	the	
performance	continuum,	they	
can	identify	the	role	they	need	to	
play	to	gain	the	necessary	
credibility	and	permission	to	
move	the	team	to	higher	levels	of	
effectiveness.	As	an	example,	a	
low	performing	team	needs	a	
leader	who	will	actively	manage	
speci=ic	individual	behaviors	so	
that	the	team	can	get	some	work	
accomplished.	By	doing	this	the	
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team	experiences	that	it	is	
possible	to	be	successful,	if	only	
in	a	small	way.		To	manage	and	
intervene	in	low	performing	
teams	the	leader	utilizes	speci=ic	
non-verbal	micro	skills	that	
entails	calculated	use	of	their	
body	positioning,	voice	pattern,	
and	hand	and	eye	coordination	
so	that	the	dif=icult	dynamic	is	
managed	without	confrontation.		

Task	Duration:	A	team	on	the	
low	end	of	the	Performance	
Continuum	should	be	given	tasks	
that	are	both	simple	
(straightforward)	and	very	short	
in	duration	so	that	they	can	
experience	success	as	the	leader	
actively	manages	the	dynamics	
that	impede	team	performance.	
Anything	that	is	too	complicated	
or	too	long	in	duration	might	
send	the	group	to	even	lower	
levels	of	performance.	Leaders	

often	create	more	dysfunction	in	
their	team	by	giving	the	team	
issues	that	are	long	term	in	
nature	and	too	complex.	This	is	
contrasted	with	high	performing	
teams	that	thrive	on	complex,	
long-term,	juicy	projects.	

Complexity	of	the	Work:	
Sometimes	it	is	dif=icult	to	gauge	
whether	the	development	of	the	
team	is	suf=icient	to	tackle	the	
issue	at	hand.	Ralph	Stacey	has	
provided	us	with	a	simple	model	
to	answer	this	question.	In	this	
model	Stacey	uses	two	variables;	
level	of	agreement	a	team	has	
about	a	particular	approach;	and,	
the	level	of	certainty	that	a	
particular	strategy	will	achieve	
the	intended	outcomes.	

As	can	be	seen	in	the	=igure	
below,	the	lower	corner	is	an	area	
of	high	agreement	and	high	
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certainty.	The	middle	ground	
has	a	moderate	level	of	
agreement	and	certainty	and	
the	top	right	hand	corner	has	
little,	if	any,	agreement	and	
certainty.	To	make	an	
assessment	of	complexity,	a	
team	is	asked	to	rate	the	issue	
against	these	two	variables.	For	
more	about	Ralph	Stacey	see	
Appendix	1.	You	can	also	view	
the	following	blog	and	
associated	video:	

Tim	Dalmau	and	I	provide	
some	additional	distinctions	
inside	this	model	presented	in	
the	Figure	on	page	6.	Issues	
that	sit	in	the	bottom	left	hand	
corner	can	be	considered	
Straightforward,	the	next	ring	
of	issues	is	complicated,	
followed	by	Complex	and	
ultimately	Chaotic.	Generally	
speaking,	issues	that	fall	in	the	
bottom	left	hand	corner	of	the	
Stacey	Model	correlate	with	
straightforward	issues	for	
lower	performing	teams.	Such	
issues	are	often	small	in	scale,	
linear	in	nature,	and	can	be	
approached	by	looking	at	the	
parts	of	the	issues.		

Complicated	issues	sit	in	the	
next	ring	outward	from	the	
bottom	left	hand	corner.	They	
often	involve	several	strands	of	
simultaneous	strategies	that	
need	to	be	carefully	

choreographed	for	successful	
implementation.	These	strands	
are	each	about	parts	rather	
than	the	overall	system.	With	
careful	management,	active	
facilitation,	and	use	of	the	right	
process	for	the	right	outcomes,	
the	leader	can	teach	the	team	to	
be	more	effective	in	their	work.	
This	teaching	combined	with	
the	experience	of	success,	
moves	the	team	further	along	
the	Performance	Continuum.	

Complex	issues	sit	in	the	
middle	ground	of	the	Ralph	
Stacey	Model.	These	are	issue	
where	it	is	important	to	take	a	
whole	of	system	approach.	
Merely	tinkering	with	the	parts	
rather	than	looking	at	all	the	
interactions	and	
interconnections	is	less	likely	
to	be	successful.	By	de=inition,	
complex	issues	involve	multiple	
aspects	of	the	system,	often	
involve	cultural	dynamics,	and	
have	unknown	dynamics	at	
play.	On	the	Performance	
Continuum,	high	performance	
teams	are	much	more	capable	
and	comfortable	with	tacking	
these	issues.	In	the	absence	of	a	
high	performance	team,	experts	
facilitation	is	required.
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Facilitative	Processes:	At	
this	stage	in	our	exploration	of	
the	Performance	Continuum,	we	
need	to	do	a	short	step	to	the	side	
to	make	a	distinction	between	
the	classi=ication	of	an	issue	as	
straightforward,	complicated,	
complex	and	chaotic	based	on	the	
dynamics	of	the	issue	itself,	
versus	how	a	group	might	
categorize	the	same	issue.	When	
a	team	uses	the	Stacey	model	to	
assess	the	complexity	of	an	issue,	
they	are	inherently	assessing	
their	functionality	as	a	team.		

By	illustration,	a	team	that	
evaluates	an	issue	using	the	
Stacey	model	might	determine	
that	the	issue	is	complex	based	
(low	levels	of	agreement	or	
certainty)	upon	their	unspoken	
assessment	of	low	team	
functionality.	They	experience	
their	team	to	be	unsafe,	apathetic	
and	characterized	as	having	
problematic	people	who	
dominate	or	bully	the	team.						
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So	which	assessment	does	a	
leader	use	for	selecting	the	right	
process	on	the	Performance	
Continuum?	Here	is	the	short	
answer.			

1.	 First	 determine	 the	 team’s	
a s s e s s m e n t	 o f	 t h e i r	
capability.	The	Sweet	 Spot	 is	
an	 issue	 that	 the	 team	
assesses	 as	 complex.	 This	
means	 the	 team	 feels	 that	 it	
is	 worth	 tackling	 and	 they	
feel	it	 is	 just	on	the	high	end	
of	their	capability	to	tackle.	

2.	 Second,	use	the	actual	
categorization	of	the	issue	
(based	on	the	de=initions	of	
straightforward,	complicated,	
complex	and	chaotic)	to	

select	the	right	facilitative	
approach	on	the	Performance	
Continuum.	

For	example,	a	team	is	
confronted	by	a	scheduling	issue.	
They	take	the	issue	through	the	
Ralph	Stacey	model,	
subconsciously	looking	through	
their	assessment	of	their	team	
dynamics,	and	arrive	at	the	
conclusion	that	the	issue	is	
complex.	The	leader	looks	at	the	
same	issue	against	the	technical	
de=initions	of	the	levels	of	
complexity	and	arrives	at	the	
conclusion	that	the	issue	is	
straightforward	–	the	issue	is		
contained	to	one	area	of	work,	
isn’t	impacted	by	culture,	is	very	
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To learn about all the tools, processes and strategies for Herding Cats, please check out From 
Cat Herding to Leadership.

short	in	duration,	and	doesn’t	
have	any	hidden	dynamics.		

As	you	might	have	already	
guessed,	various	facilitative	
processes	are	most	effectively	
employed	based	on	the	level	of	
complexity	of	the	task	itself.	
Simple	and	speci=ic	processes	
such	as	the	Discussion	Method	
can	be	used	for	all	levels	of	
performance,	but	are	best	suited	
to	straightforward	tasks.	On	the	
other	end	of	the	Performance	
Continuum,	high	performance	
teams	are	at	their	best	when	
tackling	truly	complex	issues.	In	

these	scenarios,	three	facilitative	
approaches	are	suggested	that	
each	allow	the	team	to	examine	
the	interconnected	and	systems	
nature	of	the	issue	(see	the	
Performance	Continuum	diagram,	
page	1).			

To	narrow	your	process	selection	
to	the	one	best	process	you	will	
want	to	match	the	process	to	your	
identi=ied	rational	and	
experiential	outcomes.	You	can	
learn	more	about	this	last	point	
by	watching	this	quick	video.		
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